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· A look at television's portrayal
of the Black American
By Benjamin Hooks,
Executive Director, NAACP
Years ago, while living and work [ng in
Memphis, many of us in the black community
became concerned about the portrayal, or lack
thereof, of blacks in the media. Our particular
focus was centered on television since it had
become the most popular, the most watched
and, perhaps, the most influential of the communications media. So. we started talking with
local stations about upgrading, or changing,
or at least presenting another perspective or
concept of black I ife.
At about the same time, numerous such
groups were formed in various local communities all over the country and there were several
groups focusing on national concerns, particularly network presentations. Coincidentally,
the FCC adopted the Prime Time Access Rule
and this presented a golden opportunity for
local stations to have the time to deal with
these local concerns.
A station in Memphis provided us w ith a
half-hour weekly prime time spot and a group
of blacks developed a weekly program called
"The Forty Percent Speaks." This title came
from the fact that in Memphis, the black
population was approximately 40 percent.
}he station contributed quite a bit of assistance
in terms of talent, studios, space, camera and
production people and money to produce the
show which ultimately achieved good ratings.
~owever, those of us in charge of topic selection concentrated on the " blockbuster"
subjects-housing, police brutality, econom ic
conditions, political pressures-and we found
that we had run through the important topical
themes very quickly.
At this time, the 150 affil iated network
~ations in the top 50 markets started presenting half-hour "black" shows. To an extent,
these b~came mostly "talking head " programs
and wh1 le most of them were wel I received
they were-and are-somewhat limited in their
appeal since they do not attract large audiences.
In 1972, I was appointed to the FCC and I
serv~d as a co.mmissioner for a five year period.
puring. that time, I made numerous speeches,
issued innumerable press releases and effected
many decisions, all of which emphasized the
fact that tel~visic:>n was not presenting a
~ompre~ens 1ve view of the black experience
in America.
There were certain elementary factors to
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be consi~ered : The average child, by the age
of ~6, will have spent more time listening to
radio and watching television than he either
will have or would have spent in the public
school system; television is a major communications ins.trum~~t and is decisive in helping
mold public opinion ; the presentations that
dealt with the black experience were usually
of a comedic or entertainment nature.
While I have nothing against comedy or
entertai~ment, it seemed unfair, considering
the omnipresence of the television medium
that we did not have a balance in the sense'
that blacks were presented with the kinds
of role models concerned with more serious
matters in American life. Informally, I made
a number of suggestions to local stations PBS
the .networks a~d group broadcasters reg~rding
their re-evaluation of black programming.
In August of 1977, I resigned from the
Commission to become the executive director
of the NAACP. Shortly thereafter, I was
approached by Post-Newsweek Stations to
host a nationally syndicated show. Even
though I had a very busy schedule, I felt
that I had an obligation to my prior pronouncements, to myself, to the black community and
indeed, to this nation, t o "put my money
'
where my mouth was." If there was a broad-

black woman who, as a successful insurance
broker with off ices on Wall Street, has overcome the twin barriers of sex and race to
achieve success.
In one program we interviewed Al Johnson,
owner of a large Cadillac agency, who, at the
outset of his career in St. Louis, could sell
cars, but not on the showroom floor. John
Johnson, the most successful black publisher
("Ebony" and "Jet") in America, talked about
living on welfare as a youngster in Chicago
and George Johnson, president and owner of
the largest black manufacturing company in
the world, who talked about a bank that
would not extend him a $250 loan to start
a business, but would lend him the money
for a vacation. All of these guests candidly
discussed the difficulties and racial prejudices
they had to overcome-and still have to overcome-to keep their businesses viable.
The "Go Tell It" programs have undeniably
focused on the successful careers of black in
all walks of life. However, the philosophy of
the show has been to deal with success honestly. reflecting all of the difficulties and
disadvantages. We have sought to explore
the lives and careers of the young and old,
male and female, and we make no attempt
to hide the difficulties and we are not afraid
to talk about success and achievement.
It is our hope that this series can be the
first among many that will examine the wide
range of contemporary black life in America
with the aim of educating and informing the
total American public, with particular
emphasis on inspiring the black community
and providing successful role models for the
black youth of America.
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cast group willing to undertake this venture
and wanted my participation, then I was
obligated to do so.
We made some fundamental decisions. We
wanted to produce a program that would show
the totality of life in America as viewed
perceived and lived by the black population.
While in many instances, that life is dim,
dreary and dreadful, there is also promise,
hope and change. Hence, the birth of the
"Go Tell It . . . Ben Hooks Reports" series.
We wanted to portray some success stories
in a variety of fields, but not in a Pollyanna
fashion that would indicate that all one had
to do was wish and hope for the best and
success would ultimately be achieved. We
wanted to present successful black business
pe<:>ple, politic~ans, scientists, diplomats,
artists, entertainers, athletes, community
workers, civil rights activists-people who
~re ~ot so well-known necessarily, but who,
1n their communities, were performing admirably against difficult odds.
One of the programs was designed to
combat some negative thought about black
politi~al participation. In portraying Mayor
Charlie Evers of Fayette, Mississippi, and
Mayor Coleman Young of Detroit, we illustrated, graphically and dramatically, how
these black politicians brought about vast
improvements in their respective cities.
In other programs, we featured Ossie Davis
and Ruby Dee, a celebrated theatrical husbandwife team of great talent, who talked about
their struggles, hopes and frustrations as well
as their successes, and Ernesta Procope, a

Local stations rise
to the occasion
When Capital Cities Television Productions
recently presented a one-hour documentary
called "Runaway," its far-reaching effect
could not have been predicted, although the
special was telecast nationally by nearly
200 stations, believed to be the largest ad hoc
network ever assembled for the broadcast
of a public affairs special.
Hosted by PBS's Robert MacNeil "Runaway " dealt with the reasons why ~ore than
one million young people leave home each
year. However, just as it is difficult to relate
to a cancer patient unless he is a relative or
close friend, it is equally arduous to cope with
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